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International borders are becoming a great concern for
understanding and organizing international affairs and for accelerating
global economic progress. The border management seeks to secure states
first and then to maintain inter-state relations. However, in this era of
globalization, the welfare of global / regional community receives a high
priority and therefore the restricted border practices are felt obsolete by a
majority of people though not by the entire world. Borderless models are
being supported in theoretical frameworks, especially by economists and
academicians of the developed and developing world. Though border
liberalization and opening are not easy to implement, especially among
developing countries, people have started thinking positively in this
direction.
The feasibility of the unrestricted opening of borders has not been
assessed yet. Yet this idea can help the world to access unused resources
and raise national income for human welfare. It may also help to
decelerate regional income disparities globally. The evaluation of
borderlessness needs an intense exercise in all its aspects to ensure the
removal of barriers between countries are beneficial. This exercise has two
clear aspects – the first in the context of economic advancement and
international relations, and the second in terms of national security.
These two aspects may help to compare the relative utility of the
models in terms of their viability, cost factor and overall contribution to
human development. Despite propagation of this ideology and its
promotion by a majority of academicians across the world, the open
border practices on the globe may be counted on tips. The borders
between the US and Mexico, the US and Canada, within the states of the
European Union (EU), India and Nepal etc. can be cited as examples in
the world exercising open border system. The open border system is
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blamed often to be unsafe for national security as people can move across
without any recorded entry. This argument alone is, however, insufficient
to discard the model. The porosity of the Indo-Bangladesh border between
India and Bangladesh, a restricted international border, is nowhere less
than that of the Indo-Nepal border. Mass infiltration through this border
itself questions its relevance and may require adoption of alternate control
measures. If the two Indian land borders, namely the Indo- Nepal and the
Indo-Bangladesh borders, are compared, then the first model ensures
national security and good mutual relations economically.
Our study is an effort to assess the role of the Indo-Nepal border in
the development of areas around it in the two states. The border has
historic justifications for its origin. It was somewhere in the early 19th
century (1816 A.D.) when the border was demarcated between the two
countries along with its “open status”. Though the alignment of the border
was changed afterwards through subsequent treaties, its nature remained
unchanged. After the independence of India, the border was kept open
through a mutual treaty. It is of course a unique example of its own type in
Asia and the world.
Nepal is landlocked and has access to sea through India. There are
22 legal routes agreed for trading between India and Nepal. 15 of these
routes are transit points to Kolkata Port and 6 points are immigration posts
for foreign nationals. Except for the above entry points, the entire border is
almost unguarded. The border is porous and passes through highly uneven
terrain, especially in high altitudes of Uttarakhand & Sikkim states in
India where vigilance is difficult.
Nepal is divided into three distinct physiographical/ecological
zones – mountains, hills and tarai which extend over 15, 68 and 17 percent
of the country respectively. Out of a total of 75 districts in Nepal, 26
districts lie along this open border as are 20 Indian districts out of which 3
belong to Uttarakhand, 7 to UP, 7 to Bihar, 1 to West Bengal and 2
districts to Sikkim.
The Indo-Nepal international border is one in the Indian
subcontinent which facilitates mutual friendship between the two
societies. Both the social relations and political linkages with mutual
commitments of support and sustainability exist across the border. The
mutual dependence of the two societies has personally been witnessed
during the survey of the area. The same sense of cordial feeling is
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observed among people living around the border from Pithoragarh in
Uttarakhand to Naxalbari and Sukhia Pokhari in West Bengal and even
further northward at Dentam and Geyzing in Sikkim.
Besides, the mountainous and hilly people of India and Nepal have
a mutual feeling of support for their counterparts across the border out of
their preference for regional affiliations as well. However, spatial disparity
in development among different geographical regions has led to diversity
in demography, lifestyle, occupational structure and economic
development. Spatial disparity is prominent from west to east in all the
three ecological zones in both India and Nepal.
The narrations in this paper are based on a personal survey of the
border area. The survey was conducted throughout the border length to
find out its relevance for strategic development of the area and the
effective management of the border. This paper discusses a part of this
survey from east to west in West Bengal, Sikkim and Pithoragarh zones
respectively. The opinions about the border status are based on the
responses from 530 respondents (172, 210 and 148 from Uttrakhand, West
Bengal and Sikkim respectively). These two areas were repeatedly
observed in the years 2006 & 2007. The study also resorts to personal
observations and discussions carried on with locals who cross the border
for their individual needs. They could be retail customers, businessmen,
workers, academicians, researchers, servicemen, facilitators like
transporters, hoteliers and others. Discussions with security personnel and
customs and excise officials were also carried out to provide additional
support to the responses. No criteria for managing the number of
respondents from each category could be followed owing to safety
reasons, especially Maoists’ insurgency then prevailing in Nepal. People
were not ready to speak freely. Therefore those who were easily available
to respond were interviewed.
The survey covered a total of six entry points (3 in Uttarakhand –
Dharchula, Lohaghat and Banbasa-Tanakpur, 2 in West Bengal: Sukhia
Pokhari and Naxalbari-Kakerbhitta, and one in Sikkim – Dentam).
However, to compare the opinions on the basis of topographic and eastwest areas, we only discuss our findings on four points – Naxalbari,
Sukhia Pokhari (West Bengal) and Dharchula, Banbasa -Tanakpur
(Uttarakhand). Our findings on other entry points are only explained
without tables to avoid unnecessary detail.
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The most important fact that emerges from the survey is that the
border can be called a life line for people living nearby particularly in
areas that are remote, rural and barely accessible. Our survey indicates the
number of border crossings and their reasons as summarized in tables
reported in a longer version of the paper. The cross-border movement has
also strengthened socio-cultural as well as economic relations between the
two countries. There is hardly any physiographic and cultural difference
between the two lands. Settlements have grown rapidly on both sides with
the residents belonging to the same race. Economic activities and people’s
life styles are also very similar. However, variations by topography are
quite apparent and dominant. In Pani Tanki (Naxalbari)-Kakerbhitta
corridor, the bridge over river Mechi separates the two lands that could
otherwise be called homogeneous. Population has been growing and
economic transformation rapid along either side of the border in the area.
Conclusion: The Indo-Nepal border is a very delicate medium of
international relations in South Asia. Nepal is India’s closest market but
markets in Nepal can also look threatening to the industrial development
on the Indian side because of inexpensive products made in China and
elsewhere being supplied through this border. Thus any decision about a
change in the border administration needs a dual strategy to protect people
across the border.
Population growth has rapidly increased in and around Siliguri,
West Bengal. A huge number of immigrants have flown into this region
during the last two decades. Such growth has concentrated in some well
identified pockets i.e., Shivmandir, Sukna, Salbari, Dabgram, Naxalbari,
Bagdogra, Sivok area. The sex ratio in these areas has not changed
significantly except in Siliguri. Religious composition has not changed
much either except for a marginal increase in the minority community.
But a significant change is observed in occupational structure of
the population. Primary activities have yielded to secondary production,
particularly assembly of goods made of foreign components. Such
activities are mostly concentrated in the Naxalbari & Bagdogra areas.
Illegal trading of foreign goods has also become an important occupation
for many people, which gets a boost from an uninterrupted immigration
from Bangladesh, Nepal and Bhutan. About two thirds of the current
population in Siliguri and its surrounding areas are immigrants from the
above neighbouring countries.
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This area has witnessed significant economic development driven
mainly by small to medium industrial units, services, transport, and trade
& commerce. Growing educational awareness has also led to a boom in
the number of educational institutions, mostly in the private sector. In fact
the immigrants of skilled work force from both India and Nepal have
played a large role in the development of Siliguri as a commercial capital
of the Northeastern part of the country.
Another development is in terms of woman trafficking. Siliguri
itself has emerged as an important prostitution market with a major
contribution from Nepal and Bangladesh. The infiltrates enter not only
through points with a lax enforcement of border control along IndoBangladesh border in West Bengal but also use the areas of Northeast to
enter Nepal. Most of them proceed towards other parts of India. Another
result of a loose border is smuggling which seems significant although it
could not be captured well from the respondents’ answers.
So far as Sikkim is concerned, especially Dentam and Gangtok, the
majority of people are Nepalese in origin. They have contributed a lot to
the economic development of the area. The Nepal-Sikkim routes in higher
altitudes are not being used for illegal trade, and the rate of organized
crime in Sikkim is also low. Gangtok resembles Darjeeling for much of its
Nepaliness. There is a cooperative environment among people of different
castes and groups. Almost 50 to 60 thousand Nepali workers supply
seasonal agricultural labor to Sikkim facilitating economic progress in the
area. However, it is also important to note that this open border seems to
be a threat to national security.
The opinion from Uttarkhand was clearly in favour of
strengthening cross border relations and to make the cross border practices
easier. The respondents there acknowledged the symbiotic need of the
Nepalese for continuance of the open border to sustain their economy. So
was also the opinion of the Nepalese counterparts whose need for the open
border emanated from a lack of opportunities in Nepal. Transport
problems within Nepal also made the border residents in Nepal feel closer
and more dependent on India than on other areas of Nepal.
A clear preference of the residents on either side was for status quo
in border regulations although the respondents certainly favored more
effective vigilance along the border to prohibit terrorism and smuggling.
People denied any harm caused by the open border and instead
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acknowledged cooperation of their counterparts across the border was
highly beneficial. The labor needs of India are met from the adjoining
parts of Nepal.
On the other hand, any cross border illegal business seems to be
taking place with the consent of the safety personnel and the local police.
The innocent risk torture whereas the culprits escape. The current border
administration is not favorable to national security of either nation.
Neither the security personnel nor the customs officials seem honest.
There is an urgent need to address the situation on these fronts to
consolidate the friendly environment that prevails among people on either
side.
Finally, the clear pros and cons of both the open and restricted
borders indicate that no single model of border management can be
perfect. The Indo-Nepal open border may, however, be cited as a model of
strong international relations and regional economic prosperity. There is
no direct or indirect harm through this border to India or Nepal provided
the two friends take their friendship seriously and work to protect common
interests. There is a need to ensure national security and understand the
needs and problems of the residents on either side of the border. To those
ends, the following steps can be recommended for effective management
of the border:
a) Casual visitors fill up a form supplying their personal details, with a
digital photograph taken by a border agency;
b) Frequent visitors (conditionally allowed for some specific purpose) be
issued a separate identity card by a joint border commission;
c) Joint responsibility of border safety be ensured by both the states;
d) Mutual co-operation in desired areas be increased to strengthen
bilateral relations and communal harmony.
To conclude, the Indo-Nepali border should be kept open but an
introduction of effective control measures is necessary to maintain its
fruitfulness. Further studies and discussions may pave the way to suitable
solutions for a more effective border management.
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